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Melancholy
Voters

Deepak Gujrel reports on Nepali voi':ers'
lack of enthusiasm in electing their
Parliament

EPALIS appear to be less
Nenthusiastic than in the

past in electing their
Parliament, angry as they are
with successive governments
for failing to help raise the
quality of their lives.

The first round of elections
on Monday saw a voter turnout
of 55 per cent compared to 61
per cent in the last election in
1994 and 65 per cent in the
country's first parliamentary
election in 1991.

Ninety constituencies in 35
districts participated in Mon-
day's round in which 977 can-
didates were in the fray. In the
second round on May 17
Nepalis will decide the electoral
fortunes of 1,247 candidates.
The country has a total elec-
torate of 13.5 million.

Though this is only the
third election in the Himalayan
kingdom since the introduction
of multi-party parliamentary
polity after a successful mass
movement in 1990, there is a
singular lack of voter enthusi-
asIm.

“There is no hope of a peo-
ple-oriented government after
this election also,” felt many
other Kathmandu voters who
chose not to exercise their fran-

chise. "Powermongers and cor-
rupts have perverted politics
and the people's interests have
been put aside,” said one voler.

Observers note that most po-
litical parties which have been
in power at some point or the
other have shied away from
asking for a decisive mandate
in their favour,

The ruling coalition part-
ners, the Nepali Congress and
Communist Party of Nepal-
Unified Marxist Leninist (CPN-
UML), have pleaded for a simple
majority, but have not been
able to ask for a majority for
themselves, all too aware that
voters are a:;%rj-,r with politi-
cians in general,

“Due to their corrupt char-
acters, they have lost moral
ground to ask the people for a
majority,” says senior journal-
ist Mani Raj Upadhyaya.

The first round of polling
passed off fpeacefully espite
threats of disruption by
Maoists., Reports from the 12
"mosl sensitive” constituencies
in the northwestern hills, a
stronghold of the Maoists, said
the election passed off peace-
fully.

— India Abroad News Service

For a Fresh
Mandate

India is headed for its longest caretaker ‘

government, reports Liz Mathew
from New Delhi

ernments in three years,

may be headed for the
longest rule by a caretaker
government if, as is widely
expected, the Election
Commission (EC) decides 1o
hold the nexi general election
in September rather than in
June-July.

The record rule by the care-
taker government of Prime
Minister Atal Behari Va{payﬂe.
expected to be nearly six
months, has sparked a debate
among political leaders and
constitutional experts about its
status, powers and decision-
making abilities. More so, as
the Constitution does not pro-
vide for any caretaker govern-
ment.

There have been several
caretaker governments in the
past — Charan Singh's govern-
ment in 1979, Chandra
Shekhar's in 1991 and LK. Gu-
jral’'s government in 1997, None
of them was, however, in power
for long and their role was
mostly confined to holding fort
till the next election was con-
ducted.

While precedents have been
established, there is still no
clear understanding of the lim-
its of a caretaker government's
authority, Going by conven-
tional wisdom,. a caretaker is
not supposed to take any major
policy decision or make com-
mitiments that may be binding
on a successor government. Yet,
there are those who differ. "We
are a government in office and
there is no ambiguity over the
issue. The Constitution does not
provide for a caretaker gov-
ernment and we are expected to
take all decisions to protect
national interests,” Prameod
Mahajan. federal Minister for
Information and Broadcasting
and the government
spokesman, told reporters last
week.

Parliamentary Affairs Min-
ister Rangarajan Kumaraman-
galam was in aﬁreemenl. saying
there was nothing to prevent
the Vajpayee government from
"doing the best it can." He, how-
ever, admitted that it would be
undemocratic for the caretaker
governinent to take decisions
ot behalf of the nation at a time
when the Lok Sabha, Parlia-
ment's lower house, stands dis-
solved..

Adding to the confusion was
a Cabinet decision last week
which indicated that the Vaj-
payee government would func-
tion as a "regular government.”
Senior advocate Rajeev
Dhawan was quite disturbed by
the decision and was quoted as
calling 'it “"extremely mis-
chievous and dangerous, and it
(the government) is best advised
to soften its stance and behave
with neutrality."

The debate is likely to in-
tensity if the caretaker gov-
ernment issues an ordinance to
open up the insurance sector to
private players. Finance Minis-
ter Yashwant Sinha suggested
in his address at the annual
meeting of the Confederation of
Indian Industry (CIl) that there
would be no impropriety in-
volved in such a move as the In-
surance Regulatory Authority
(IRA) Bill had received the cab-
inet's assent before the fall of
the Vajpayee government.

Those who believe the Vaj-
Ea}rea‘: government does not

ave the authority to take ma-
‘h}r decisions point out that it
as been voted out of office.

Its status is thus quite differ-
ent from the one enjoyed by
then Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi in 1971, when she rec-
ommended the dissolution of

IN[JIH, which saw [ive pov-

the Lok Sabha to seek a fresh
mandate. "She could function
as a regular government since
she had a majority in Parlia-
ment,” Jaipal Reddy, former In-
formation and Broadcastin
Minister, told India Abroa
News Service.

Congress Party leader Shiv-
raj Patil, a former Speaker of
the Lok Sabha, stressed this
was an important point. Ac-
cording to him, with a caretaker
government, the President can
exercise more powers. "When a
government loses its mal_!‘urity.
the President may see whether
the executive functions in
accordance with the
Constitution. He can send direc-
tions to the Council of Minis-
ters,” he pointed out. Former
Prime Minister LK. Gujral, who
headed a caretaker government
for three months in 1997-98, is,
however, of the view that ques-
tions about such a government's
powers were a creation of the
media. He said the powers of

any government — whether
caretaker or not — were the
same.

"There is nothing to prevent
the Uajpagvec government from
taking decisions of long-
standing import,” Gujral told
[ANS. He pointed out that, as
caretaker Prime Minister, he
had held important discussions
with French President Jacques
Chirac on nuclear policy.

Although the Vajpayee gov-
ernment can issue an ordinance
in what it deems to be an emer-
gency siluation, the President
can send it back not just once,
as in the case ol a regular gov-
ernment, but can also withhold
his signature till the next gov-
ernment is in place. Where or-
dinances are concerned, in the
case of a caretaker government,
"the President i{s not bound by
the advice of the Council of
Ministers, unlike the norm.”
K.K. Venugopal. a Constitu-
tional expert and leading advo-
cale, said.

The President’s role as cus-
todian of the Constitution ends
as soon as the election is an-
nounced, Once that happens,
the guidelines issued by the
Election Commission come
into play. The Commission can
ask the government to with-
draw decisions which it feels
might sway the electorate,

"The Election Commission
can interfere only when there is
a violation of its code of con-
duct. Legally also, action can be
taken,"” Patil pointed out.

The Vajpayee government's
decision today to transfer 11
top bureaucrats — including
Home (Interior) Secretary B.P.
Singh — has added fuel to the
debate, with Patil contending
that the government "should
not reshuffle the bureaucracy in
such a manner that people
doubt their motives. It is not
good."”

A way oul of all such dilem-
mas would be for the govern-
ment to take the {:Ppusltiun
into confidence while taking
decisions. "If they want to take
any decisions, they have to act
in a different manner. They
have to consult the opposition
and evolve a consensus,” P.J.
Kurien, chief whip of the
Congress c{)art}r. said.

The debate is likel
steam if the Election
sion schedules the general elec-
tion for June or July. The issue
will be quickly forgotten in the
heat and dust of the summer
campaign. If, however, the elec-
tion is scheduled for August or
September, the limits of the
caretaker government's powers
will be truly tested.

— India Abroad News Service

to lose
OITIIiS-

Ban Treaty. which

prohibits testing of
nuclear devices, and which is
the most significant non-
proliferation global agreement
of this century, has become a
deep forbidden sea for both
India and Pakistan, who after
having jumped into it, are now
floundering to get out.

Signals from India are that
Delhi, which always had reser-
vations on the CTBT, may not
sign the Treaty before Septem-
ber of this year, the deadline by
which the Treaty has to  have
signatures of all the 44 coun-
tries who have not signed it to
become enforceable. Pakistan's
foreign minister Sartaj Aziz (oo
has issued a statement indicat-
ing that his government too is
having second thoughts about
the Treaty even though Pak-
istani prime minister in his
speech September last year in
Geneva had expressed his will-
ingness to come on CTBT board
be!fgre the deadline expires.

While India's excuse for
dilly-dallying on the CTBT is
that it had never said openly
that it would sign the Treaty by
Septemiber, in case of Pakistan
second thoughts are comin
crowding in because ol tactic
and policy reasons makinF Is-
lamabad's position difficult.

The Pakistani prime minis-
ter during his press conference
in Washington last year ex-
plained that Pakistan's agree-
ment to sign the CTBT was con-
ditional upon "removal of co-
ercive environment”. And he
came close to linking the sign-
ing of the CTBT with the resolu-
tion of the Kashmir issue and
lifting of all sanctions against
Pakistan by the United States.

This prompted Karl Inder-
furth, Assistant Secretary of
State for South Asian Affairs,
to repeat the US position at a
State Department. "We have no
reason to believe”’, he said, "

T HE Comprehensive Test

| that the prime minister's as-

surance at the United Nations
is any different from that made
on Thursday.” He thus dis-
missed the so-called new link-
age between the CTBT. Kash-
mir and the lifting of the sanc-

| tions.

This appeared to cloud Pak-
istan’'s stand on the CTBT in
the glut of official rhetoric
about removal of coercion as a
pre-condition for signing

HEN Chandrika Ban-
daranaike
Kumaratunga as-

sumed the Presidency of Sri
Lanka four and a half years
ago, she kindled many hopes in
what then appeared to many a
benighted country brutally bat-
tered by war since 1983. Her
bold initiative to tackle the
ethnic conflict came like a
breath of fresh air aiter the
stale and cynical approaches
made during the United Na-
tional Party's (UNP) 17-year-
long reign., Her proposals for
devolution of power to provin-
cial and local authorities, and
her promise to replace the over-
centralised French Fifth Repub-
lic-plus presidential system
with a more democratic form
heralded a non-cynical, anti-
Machiavellian, open, pluralis-
tic politics. Although no eco-
nomic policy radical, she
seemed remarkably responsive
to new ideas. In the first year,
she galvanised and enthused
Sri Lanka's liberal-Left intelli-
gentsia and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) as few
other political leaders had ever
done.

Today, scepticism, if not de-
spondency, has replaced much
nll? that hope. The paradigm
shift to more open, democratic,
participatory governance ap-
pears to have been arrested and
partly reversed. The anti-
LTTE "Operation Jayastkurui”
(Certain Victory) ran out of
steam after bleeding Sri Lanka
heavily - an annual cost esti-
mated by the National Peace
Council at 21 per cent of GDP
(gross domestic product). The
economy is stuck in a neo-lib-
eral rut. The time for new ini-
tiatives seems to have passed;
there is a return to the ways of
manipulative politics, and the
politics of Patmna e, so dis-
mally familiar to South Asia.
The upward-looking phase of

Treaty. This slogan in the vo-
cabulary of the Foreign Office
has been repeated since at dif-
ferent forums and by responsi-
ble members of the Sharif gov-
ernment. The Prime Minister,
apart from the foreign minis-
ter, the foreign minister of
state, the information minister,
himself has of late been keenly
insisting on the right kind of
environment, free of coercion.

for Pakistan to sign the CTBT.
? Bul lhtgri‘“.'l:lt‘lr gov-

ernment had to stick to this
slogan because this what the
prime minister said at the UN
General Assembly. He had made
it clear that Pakistan "is pre-
ared to adhere to the CTBT be-
ore September 1999 Confer-
ence... However Pakistan's ad-
herence to the Treaty was to
take place only in "conditions
free from coercion or pressure.”
By this what was meant was
that Pakistan expected that the
arbitrary restrictions imposed
on Pakistan by multilateral
institutions would be speedily
removed; that discriminatory
sanctions against Pakistan
would be lifted; and that the
world community would give
full support for a just solution
of the Jammu and Kashmir dis-
pute. For these reasons the
Sharif government is still
waiting to see the US Adminis-
tration lift more sanctions, in-
cluding those imposed under
the Pressler Amendment.
However, the US seems to be
approaching the issue from ex-
actly the opposite angle. Un-
ambiguous statements from US
officials about the need for
Pakistan to take further con-
crete measures on non-prolif-
eration prove this. These are
Washington's pre-conditions
before it delivers on the lifting
of the sanctions and on facili-

tating financial assistance
package from multinational
donor agencies.

This creates a tough
diplomatic situation for the
Sharif government. It has
taken its public rhetoric of no
signing without removal of co-
ercion to a level that it will be
hugely difficult for it to wind
down. But at the same Lime
Washington seems to have also

In Sea of CTBT

Washington seems to have made it clear that Islamabad should not expgct to be
rewarded before it has signed the CTBT, writes Syed Talat Hussain

made it clear that Islamabad
should not expect to be re-
warded before it has signed the
CTBT. Subtle messages have
been sent to Pakistan that the
Clinton Administration has
done all that it could for Pak-
istan and if Pakistan wants
more sanctions lifted and more
help in securing loans from the
multilateral donor agencies, it
will have to translate its verbal
commitment on the CTBT into
an actual one.

Some informed
Aunerican observers are of the
opinion that even after Pak-

istan has signed and ratified
the CTBT many of the sanc-
tions will remain in place. They
say that these sanctions were
in place for nearly a decade
even on the mere suspicion of
Pakistan having a nuclear de-
vice. But now that Pakistan is a
declared nuclear power and the
Bill Clinton Administration
will face an impossible situa-
tion in Congress in trying to
make a case for the total lifting
of all sanctions.

Il these assessments
are correct then even at the end

of the CTBT tunnel Pakistan
might not find the type of re-
ward it is looking for. The cru-
cial question now is whether
the Sharif government will
continue to wait for the Bill
Clinton Administration to lift
more sanctions and wait and
see India’'s stand before it signs
the CTBT. Or should it wilt un-
der increasing pressure and
sign the CTBT in the hope of
wresting more concessions
from Washington in addition to
the partial easing of sanctions.

If it chooses the first course
of action, it runs the risk of

creating tensions in its critical
ties with Washington, which
wants Islamabad to come on
CTBT board before September
1999. If it opts for the second it
loses face at home for changing
a position it has been solidify-
ing through its rhetoric and
slogans.

Perhaps a middle course can
be to announce a date of signing
the CTBT prior to September
1999 and expect the US to make
further concessions without
looking towards what India is
doing on the issue. But even this
will be a compromise solution
will entail costs for the Sharif

overnment already under fire
rom the Opposition for having

~shown too much flexibility on

the nuclear issue,

Thimpu Joins Digital Club

Bhutan becomes the Asian nation with digital telecommunications

HUTAN has taken a quan-
Btum leap towards

modernisation, becoming
the third Asian nation to have a
sophisticated digital
lelecommunications system,
evenn as it boasts of a new
Indian-built terminal at Paro
airport.

he tiny Himalayan king-
dom joined SinFaparf: and Hong
Kong as the only Asian states to
have a fully digital telecommu-
nication system when the
fourth and last phase of the
Japanese-assisted project was
formally inaugurated recently,
the national newspaper Kuensel
said.

The digital telecommunica-
tion system, taken up under the
National Telecommunication
Development Project, was
jointly inaugurated by Lyonpo
Jigmi Thinley, the Chairman of
the Council of Ministers who is
also the Foreign Minister. and
Hiroshi Hirabyashi, the
Japanese Ambassador to
Bhutan.

"Bhutan, until the
telecommunication system as
we know it today was estab-
lished. was a very big country --
communication between

Thimpu and Yongphula meant .

a three-day journey. Such diffi-
culties had caused inconve-

niences on the decision-making
process and in many other ar-
eas. including even family af-
fairs,” said Thinley.

"Today, after completion of
phase four of the project, the
country had advanced from rel-
ative isolation to preparedness
for globalisation and cy-
berspace,” he said, adding that
it opened up vistas for
telemedicine, distance educa-
tion and good governance,

The Japanese envoy echoed
his sentiments and said the new
telecommunications project
would be a catalyst in the socio-
economic development of the
mountainous country where to-
pography was a challenge.

The telecommunications
network comprises eight ex-
changes, seven remote line
units (RLU) and eight digital
radio concentrator systems
(DRCS) among other infrastruc-
ture, according to telecom offi-
cials,

“This kind of high technol-
n%y project is something the
Bhutanese should feel proud of,"
said Seiji Komatsu, the resident
representative of the Japan In-
ternational Cooperation
Agency (JAICA) in Bhutan. "Not
evell Japan telecom is totally
cligitalised," he said. The f{inal
phase of this modern telecom-

munications system covers four
dzongkhags (district adminis-
trators) from Gasa in the north
to Phuentsholing and Samtse
in the south and was completed
at a cost of two billion yen,
while the entire project cost
more than 5.8 billion yen.

The digital telecommunica-
tions system came a week after
India's External Affairs Minis-
ter Jaswant Singh inaugurated
the new terminal building of
Paro airport here. The Indian-
funded project is considered yet
another milestone in Indo-
Bhutan cooperation.

"India and Bhutan share
many natural boids which en-
stuire close, enduring and lasting

friendship for mutual benefit,"

Singh said. "Over the decades,

we have set an example of mu-
tually beneficial relations be-
tween two nations, however
marked the disparity in sizes."
he added.

He attributed this to the "en-
lightened leadersl'uaﬁa" of the two
countries, especially praising
the statesmanship and vision
of Bhutan's King Jigme Singye
Wangchuck, who had also con-
tributed to the strengthening of
regional cooperation in South
Asia,

Foreign Minister Thinley

Warning Bells in Sri Lanka

The Provincial Council elections in Sri Lanka, along with other recent
developments, could erode the ruling alliance's support base and lead to greater

political turmoil ahead.

Kumaratunga's ruling People's
Alliance (P.A.) may be running
out. The warning bells now ring
loud and clear. .

Nothing illustrates this
more clearly than the run-up to
and the results of the fraught,
contentious elections to flive
Provincial Councils (P.Cs) on
April 6. The P.A. barely man-
aged to retain the Western
province, Sri Lanka's largest
and richest, with a quarter of
its population and 45 per cent of
its GDP. It wrested the other
four from the UNP which had
won them in 1993 (before the
P.A. was born}). But the quality
of ils viclory was al besl poor,
uncertain and slippery. Worse,
it came amidst strong accusa-
tions of electoral malpractices,
some of them backed by inde-
pendent NGOs such as the Cen-
tre for Monitoring Election Vio-
lence (CMEV).

Even if the rigging charges
are discounted, the P A's per-
formance in the P.Cs marked a
Ehﬂ? decline in relation to the
1994 presidential elections and
the 1997 elections to local bod-
ies. Compared to 62 per cent
five years ago, its vote fell to
just 49 per cent in 1997, and
now further down to 45 per
cent. This puts it barely two
percentage points ahead of the
rival UNP, itself unblessed by a
greal Ieadershl?. faction-rid-

en, and not free from the
odium of long years of cynical
misrule. The difference in the
five P.Cs between P.A. and UNP
voles is {}nlﬁ about 126,000,
This would be wiped out more
than twice over the voles
rendered invalid. In the five
P.Cs - Western, Central, North-

Central, Sabaragamuwa and
Uva - as a whole, the P.A. won
120 seats, and the UNP 112, In
Colombo district, the P.A's vote
declined by a massive 44 per
cent over 1994, In other urban
areas such as-Kandy), the UNP
increased its vote share to come
within a couple of percentage
points of the P.A's. In only one
of the five P.Cs (North-Central)
did the P.A. win an absolute
majority of seats. Elsewhere, it
can only form a government in
alliance with other parties,
some of them ideologically
hostile,

The Provincial Council elec-
tion results mark the erosion of
the ruling People’'s Alliance's
vote bank. The conduct of the
polls came in for critical
scrutiny from observers such as
PAFFREL (People’'s Action for
Free and Fair Elections). MFFE
(Monitoring of Free and Falr
Elections) and CMEV, espe-
cially after the P.A's perior-
mance during the end-January
elections to the North-Western
(Wayamba) P.C. These were
widely acknowledged to have
been badly rigged, with 1,557
incidents of violence, of which
895 took place on polling day.

These acts of violence in-
cluded physical assault, intim-
idation, threat, removal of
names from electoral rolls,
booth-capturing and stuffing of
ballot boxes. The P.A. was held
responsible for about two-
thirds of these cases. Wayamba,
much like Meham in Haryana,
became synonymous with un-
conscionable electoral mal-
practices, which affected a
quarter of all polling centres.

Paful Bidwai writes

Even the Election Commis-
sioner was forced to admit that
as many as 212 gnlling centres
(ol a total of 1,160) witnessed
serious malpractices (although
he, contradictorily, ordered a
repoll in only nine centres).
This time around, indepen-
dent monitors received over
1,300 complaints during the
poll campaign. The police reg-
istered 298 complaints on
polling day. But the intensity of
violence was much lower than
at Wayamba. The CMEV
claimed that the performance
of a third of all polling stations
it monitored was "unsatisfac-
tory". Even if this sample Is
considered unrepresentative, it
amounts to five per cent of all
olling stations. This may not
ave drastically affected the
party-wise outcome of the elec-
tions, but in Sri Lanka's indi-
vidual-candidate preference-
vote system, each vote has a
unique value and can alter
candidate-wise outcomes.

It is regrettable that there
should have been electoral
malpractices in the Third
Wurﬂl‘s first democracy, where
adult suffrage goes back to the
1930s. And it is worse that the
P.A. should have got into an
ugly confrontation with inde-
pendent election monitors, es-
pecially the CMEV, to the point
of runninﬁ a campaign against
them in the pages of the state-
owned Daily News.

Indeed, Humaralunﬁa ‘FEF
sonally attacked the CMEV as
"a cat's paw” of foreign interests
and UNP "agents”, and ques-
tioned {at Kandy on April 1) the
integrity and genealogy ol one
of its prominent members. [l

could be argued that the CMEV
at times overstated the inci-
dence of violence, that it did
not carefully distinguish be-
tween minor and serious cases,
and named those accused of
misdemeanour without verify-
ing the allegations. But it is
malicious to claim that it rep-
resents the UNP or "foreign in-
terests”. The confrontation
only lowered the P.A's stature
and invited parallels with the
"Wayvamba factor”, to the P.A.'s
own embarrassment.

Today, the P.A. is a party
largely on the defensive. it has
lost much of its elan, most of its
idealism, and a good deal of its
appeal. It is now seen to be exer-
cising power delinked from a
larger. universal, purpose. Its
earlier hope, that the UNP,
hampered hy Ranil Wickremas-
inghe's inability to éf,iw: it polit-
ical direction, would face steep
erosion. and pave the way for
its own upward growth, stands
belied.

Besides exposing the P.A's
weakness, recent political de-
velopments, in particular the
P.C. elections, serve to high-
light five significant trends.
First, the votes of the ethnic-re-
ligious minorities in the south,
which had swung towards the
P.A. five years ago, are return-
ing in appreciable measure Lo
the UNP, their traditional rep-
resentative. Thus, argues Dr.
Neelan Tiruchelvan, the well-
regarded scholar-MP and direc-
tor of the International Centre
for Ethics Studies, it is hard to
explain the UNP's strong show-
ing in central and northern
Colombo (two-fifths of it
Tamil- speaking) or in the

AKING full use of the
political power il was
able to grab the
Bharatiya Janata Party and its
front organisations had been
busy, during the most part of its
13-month rule. putting into ef-
fect its Hindutva agenda by

- whipping up religious emo-

tions. The wave of atrocities on
the minarities which once cul-
minated in the demolition of
Babri Mosque in December
1992 was now directed at an-
other minscule community.
The concocted stories of
lorcible conversion of the Hin-
dus were trotted out as provoca-
tion for launching attacks on
churches and missionaries. The

litics of intolerance, hate and
yrutality took over the country,
The situation had never been
more grim in the history of the

polity.

This being the record of the
parly's governance when the
BJP-led coalition government
was voted out of power on 17
April last, there were few re-

rets. On the contrary the secu-
ar camp of the country was
found caught up, for a while,
with visible signs of ecstasy. In
the last few months, the centre-
left alignments forged along
well-known line had been
emerging. From the beginning,
the BJP's arithmetic of power
remained highly deceptive but
the government managed to
outlast its calculated tenure by
virtue of state endowed advan-

*

tages. It was only a matter of
time that the coalition the BJP
was able to cobble up would
crumble throwing the party out
of the power's epicenter,

It became abundantly clear
that a Congress government led

by Sonia Gandhi and supported

by the official left, the religious
minorities and some caste-
based parties would at long last
lead New Delhi into new mil-
lennium. Once again, like in
early eighties, people were be-
ginning to say that despite its
obvious limitations only the
Cnn%ress was capable of govern-
ing India with a semblance of
order and control and putting
the country back into its secu-
lar mould. It was evidenced
through its spectacular victory
in the state assembly elections
held in November 1998. The
Congress seemed to have recap-
tured its vote base in some im-
portant states and the minori-
ties, particularly the Muslims,
came back with their tradi-

‘Lional suEIpnrt for the party.

Yet when the defining mo-
meni arrived the Congress and

its secular allies failed Lo rise
up to the occasion and phunged

themselves into a dismal anti-
climax. To the ulter disaﬂ
pointment of the nation the
secular forces of the country
were in total disarray after the
BJP's fall. In almost a week's
time they could not reach a con-
sensus on an alternative gov-
ernment which was so dis-
parately required to clear the

India's Tottering Secular Alternat

by Brig. (Rtd) M Abdul Hafiz

BJP's mess of a year plus. What
BJP lost by its misgovernance
was, at least, partially recov-
ered through the oppositions'
failure to provide an alterna-
tive. Now as the country is
poised for another general elec-
tion in a little over one year the
combined forces of the secular
elements in the 12th Lok Sabha
remain unexplored and un-
uthorised because of their
squabbling among themselves.

In the last six months the
BJP-led coalition has done al-
most everything to harm itsell.
Much of the international opin-
ion became critical because of
the bomb. The masses turned
against the party because of the
prices. The minorities were fi-
nally alienated by its Hindutva
education policy of chanting
Vande Mataram and doing
Sraswali-Vandana. The middle
class went against it because of
its widely perceived instability
to maintain law and order.
Even the business appeared un-
happy with the failure of the
government to formulate and
execute effective policies
against recession.

Neither the Congress nor the
other secular parties have been
able to utilise the BJP's
predicaments or failings to
their full advantages. The
Congress is not as yet so well
organised as its stalwarts and
other celebrities consider in a

state of complacency after the
party's recent victory, Its tradi-
tional electoral base of the Dal-
its and Muslims is still to be re-
ained from the rival secular
orces who on occasions do not
see eye Lo e¥e with Congress.
The clash of interests among
the secular parties will sharper
where they have common vote
bare. The erstwhile social jus-
tice parties are also in bad
shape as recent events in Kar-
nataka suggest and Laloo Ya-
dav, another secular stalwart in
Bihar is deﬂal% implicated in
fodder scam. ile there is new
distance between Samajbadi
Party and Congress in Utlar
Pradesh. the hands of Jay-
alalita, Congress' new ally in
Tamilnadu are stained not only
with her own corruption but her
supporl for Karasevaks during
Eaﬂri Mosque crisis.

What is however the most
disconcerting for the secularists
in India has been the secu-
larism's perception with the
Congress itsell. The Congress
Working Committee was
grossly opportunistic in adopt-
ing a new line on secularism in
its resolution of 16 January last
stating that 'Hinduism is the
most effective guarantor of sec-
ularism in India' — a formula-
tion which the Sangh Parivar
has been making all along. The
Congress line was laid down by
Sonia Gandhi even earlier on

12 January 1999 in her speech
on the aunivers&r{ of Swami
Viveknanda when sh
dia is secular primarily because
of Hinduism both as a philoso-
phy and wa)r; of life." This omi-
nous shift from emphasis on
India's secular heritage to
Hindu teaching was apparently
Sonia Gandhi's desperate at-
tempt to parry the Sangh Pari-
var's calumny on her credential
as an Indian citizen. But the
ploy in which she clearly com-
romised India's clearly de-
ned multicultural heritage
was both dangerous and cynical
for the party.

Reportedly, the old guards ol
the party including the veterans
like Arjun Singh, Pranab
Mukherjee and Godgil es-
poused the new line for the
Congress and in the BJP man-
ner opposed the minority ap-
peasement. According to them
it would be electorally expedi-
ent to steal the BJP's saffron at-
tire while the party was still
wallowing in the muddy water
of state assembly electoral de-
feat. Hence was the rethinking
on the concept of secularism it-
self. Much efforts, they think,
were wasted over the worry why
the minority constituting only
15 per cent put their back to
Congress. Instead, to them it is
more important now to craft re-
sponse to why the majority, the
85 per cent of the voters were
disenchanted with Congress.
The Congress must refashion

praised the Airport Authority
of India and the Indian Border
Roads Organisation which built
the terminal at a cost of Nu
217.3 million. The splendid ar-
chitectural and engineering edi-
fice was "reflective of the genius
and sensitivity with which the
builders have blended tradi-
tional architecture with mod-
ern engineering concepts and
standards,” he said.

He also outlined the history
of Indo-Bhutan cooperation,
emphasising the numerous pro-
jects which helped raise the
quality of life of the Bhutanese
people. "Where demographic,
economic and territorial
asymmetries could have served
to constrain mutual trust and
confidence, out bilateral rela-
tions have become’ a model for
peaceful co-existence,” he said.

The new airport terminal is

' centrally heated and has all

modern amenities, -including
duty-free and handicraft shops,
conveyerbelts, a first-aid room,
x-ray machines, a restaurant,
office, close circuit security sys-
tem. elevatory, VIP and busi-
ness class lounges and a cargo
area. A special ceremonial
building houses a royal lounge,
VIP lounge and press lounge.

— India Abroad News Ser-
vice

coastal fishing villages, with-
out such a shift. Second, in the
central highlands, with their
tea estate labour of Indian ori-
in, the influence of S. Thon-

aman's Ceylon Workers'
Congress (CWC], a P.A. con-
stituent, is on the decline. In
1993, Thondaman allied with
the UNP and won 12 seats in the
tea districts. This time, the Na-
tional Union of Workers spon-
sored by him has won only
seven, with slim margins. This
is partly owing to the emer-
gence of an educated and aware
outh among the "Indian
J"l"ﬂln'l.'ils" (as distinct from the
long-settled/indigenous "Cey-
lon Tamils" of the North and
the East).

This layer is discontented
with the CWC's paternalist con-
servatism, the corruption and
extravagant lifestyles of its
leaders, and their failure to re-
spond to its aspiration for bet-
ter educational and employ-
ment opportunities. Thus, the
Upcountry People's Front, a
CWC rival, has cut into its vote,
which is shrinking with the
grounding of the peace process,

A third trend is the re-emer-
gence of the Sinhala ethnic-
chauvinist Janatha Vimukthi
Peramuna (JVP) as a signifi-
cant force. The JVP was bru-
tally crushed after its 1987-89
violent uprising, but has tripled
its vote-share to five per cent
since 1994. Its present vote-
share is 54 per cent higher than
that in the 1997 local elections.
The JVP is now the third largest
party, with 15 of the 263 seats
in the five P.Cs. This puts it in a
uniquely strong position. for
instance in the Weslern P.C.,
where the DA, lacking a ma-
jority, can only form a govern-
ment with the support of ideo-
logically distant parties.

By arrangement with the Front-
line Magazine of India

e said: "In- _

Ive

its idenlngi.; in order to gain the
appeal of the BJP. -

The stark truth today is that
the secular ideas are under at-
tack within the Congress and
other secular parties, barring a
few, are hardly serious about it.
The Congress leaders confess at
least in private that many Con-

ressmen collaborated with
S Karasevaks before and dur-
ing the Babri Mosque demoli-
tion. The episode took place un-
der the nose of Narasima Rao's
Congress government at the

centre. Both Indira Gandhi and
Rajib Gandhi fouled up the
party and its secular ideology
while wooing the electorate
with the promises of 'Ram Ra-
a.'

¥ The Congress credential of
secularism has never been
above the board. Jawharlal
Nehru wrote in his autobiogra-
phy as early as in 1936: 'Many a
Congressman was communalist
under the nationalist cloak'.
After independence he publicly
complained of Congressmen
talking in a communal voice: In
1958 he told the AICC that the
"Communalism of the majority
is far more dangerous than the
communalism of the minority
because the former is apt to be
taken for nationalism." This is
what the Sangh Parivar is up to
and the new Congress of today
is also unfortunately inclined
to do the same for its revival. As
a result the ideological distance
between the two is practically
obliterated.



